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County Agent’s Notes:

November 26, 2001

The plants of Christmas...
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture – Miss. State University Extension Service
Throughout the history of our country, and well before that time in Europe and in the
British Isles, plants have enjoyed a special place in homes during the Christmas season. The first
Christmas plant that comes to mind is the Christmas tree.
Several legends are attached to our practice of bringing evergreens into our homes at
Christmas. The one I like best is that around a thousand years ago, St Boniface who converted
the German people to Christianity came upon pagans worshipping an oak tree. Angry at seeing
this, he cut the tree down; but a fir grew from the same spot. He took this as a sign of the
Christian faith.
Martin Luther, the German religious reformer, is believed to have taken a tree into his
home and decorated it with candles for his children to show how wonderful the stars had looked
one night as he was traveling. Evergreens decorated with brightly colored paper and lights have
been popular ever since.
The Christmas cactus is another plant that has been enjoyed during the holidays for longer
than any of us can remember. Unlike most cactus plants, the Christmas cactus needs cool
temperatures and darkness to promote blooming. It must be kept away from appliances that
generate heat, and especially away from heat vents and fireplaces. Once buds begin to form on

the Christmas cactus, avoid moving or disturbing it. Flowers are waxy, and colors include pale
pink to magenta, red, purple, lavender, orange, and white.
Beginning in mid-September (if you want it to bloom for Christmas), provide cooler
temperatures (60-65 degrees F.), discontinue fertilizer and allow the soil to become dryer. This
stresses the plant, making it produce flowers. The plants need 12 hours of darkness every night
until mid-October. As soon as flower buds form, resume normal watering, light and fertilization.
Mistletoe is a parasitic plant found growing on tree branches. It is a true plant, but it gets
all its nourishment from the tree upon which it grows. Plants bloom in summer and produce a
white POISONOUS berry during the winter months, which is the reason the plant is often used
during the holidays for decoration. Mistletoe is often sold with artificial berries to avoid any
potential lawsuits. Historically, mistletoe has been connected with fertility. Swedish herbalists
used the plant as a poison antidote. The white berries are supposed to represent tears of joy, a
familiar thing at Christmas.
The story about poinsettias is that a little Mexican boy named Jose wanted to bring
flowers to the church at Christmas, but all he could find were weeds on the side of the road.
When he put them in the manger that was set up to represent the birthplace of Christ they soon
turned bright red. The U.S. ambassador to Mexico whose name was Poinsett brought the plants
home to Charleston, S.C. and began growing them in greenhouses. The plants were named in his
honor in 1836. Other colors have been developed, including dappled, white, and pink.
American holly is another Christmas favorite. The female plants with their clusters of
bright red berries are used in wreaths, as table ornaments, and anywhere a touch of color is
needed. This is the only one of the local Christmas plants that is commonly taken from natural

sources since it is found along stream banks all over this area. It is most commonly seen
adorning rural homes and those of city folks who have roots in the country.
There are other plants that are associated with Christmas, but these are the ones most
common in this area. Nationwide, the nursery industry does billions of dollars worth of business
supplying these and other plants during the Christmas holidays. Although not commonly
thought of as agriculture, this industry is very important to the economy of this area and of
Mississippi. The beauty these plants provide at Christmas is almost as important as the great
food we have during the holidays; and they have no calories.
Since many of you are putting up Christmas trees now, let’s mention a few things about
the care of trees. Many purchased trees have been treated with an antitranspirant, a kind of wax
that helps keep the tree from losing water; however you should still do everything possible to
maintain the moisture content of the tree.
Don’t haul it home on the top of your car the way they do in the movies, or in the back of
a pickup without covering it to protect it from the drying effect of wind. When you get it home,
shake it thoroughly to remove loose needles and any insects that might be present. Immediately
prepare a container of water, cut about a half inch off the trunk to reopen the pores of the wood,
and place it in the water in a cool place away from sources of heat.
As best you can, locate your tree in the home away from sources of bright light and heat,
and avoid leaving decorative lights on except during periods when you want to show it off to
everyone. You will find that when a tree is properly cared for, it will remain soft and essentially
“alive” for a long time. It will reward you by constantly giving off the aroma of pine or cedar
that is also a nice part of Christmas.

Your tree will “drink” gallons, especially when you first place it in water after cutting a
slice off the trunk. Keep a close watch on the supply of water, and don’t let it get dry. However,
if you do let it run out, you can slice off another piece of the trunk and repeat the process. Each
time it runs out of water, it will naturally seal off the pores of the cambium, and they have to be
reopened. A tree that is kept moist in this way will not be a fire hazard the way a tree that is
allowed to dry out may be.
Before we know it, Christmas will be here. The commercial side of Christmas is fine I
guess, but this year let’s pay special attention to the true meaning of this holiday. After all we
have been through in the past few weeks, this can be a time for repairing some of the damage
done to us as a nation. These events cannot be forgotten, but maybe we can find a new
beginning. God Bless America.

